Sedation before ventilator withdrawal: medical and ethical considerations.
... While clinical practice is clearly moving toward more compassionate use of sedatives and analgesics in the care of the dying, the legal system has been lagging behind most ethical opinions in this area. The criminal investigation into the administration of morphine to a patient before ventilator withdrawal in Minnesota was a grim reminder of the hazards sometimes involved in the practice of good medicine. We know of several instances where a nurse was willing to administer sedatives and analgesics at the request of a physician, but without documentation in the medical record, for fear of possible legal repercussions. The fact that the caregivers involved are willing to risk the potentially disastrous consequences of falsifying a medical record can be taken as evidence of their commitment to doing what they perceive to be morally required. Nevertheless, this practice should clearly be condemned, since it gives the impression that caregivers are engaged in an unlawful or unethical practice. Only through continued forthright discussion in the medical literature can we arrive at ethically defensible approaches to administering sedation and analgesia that assure the most compassionate care of the dying patient.